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THE PRECEDENT OF A PRESIDENT:

Theodore Roosevelt and
Environmental Conservation
Hilary Jan Izatt

ABSTRACT

Thr legacy olPrrsident Theodor{' RooselJ('lt is one ofexpansion and great political prowess. Rooselielt's
characteristic /ligor allowed him to pursue even the most obscure issues in the realm of politics.
BeCllllS{, the president had a firm cOnlJiction concerning the cause of conser1'atioll, he managed to
C01llH')'

its importtUw' and bring it out olobscuri~y. Though Rooseuelt used every pr{'sidential role to

filYt},er his enl'iromnental policies, the most important to him were the expanding roles ofchiefexecutive and legislati/J(" leader. W'hile conserlJation was uirtual{y unknown to presidents before Roosevelt,
it became (/ matter pertinent to the presidential (lgendas that followed.

W

hen President William McKinley was assassinated in 1901, the nation was unsure
of the role the succeeding president would pursue. Theodore Roosevelt was chiefly
known for his peculiar mannerisms and background filled with epic adventure and legislative
prowess. "Roosevelt literally created the character he lived out, and then lived within it
until he finally became his own creation" (Brands 1997). Such was the nature of his presidency.
Specifically, R()osevelt's love for the environment led him to actively pursue an agenda
of conservation. This active approach to environmental conservation set a precedent for the
issue to become an influential factor in presidential politics.
Overall, the legacy of President Theodore Roosevelt is one of expansion and great
political prowess. Roosevelt's characteristic vigor in the realm of politics allowed him to
pursue even the most obscure issues. As president, Roosevelt had a firm commitment
to the cause of conservation, and he managed to convey the issue's importance and bring
it out of obscurity. Conservation was largely unknown to the presidents before Roosevelt,
but it became pertinent to the presidential agendas that followed.
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THEODORE ROOSEVELT AS CHIEF EXECUTNE

In their book, The American Presidt'lllJ and the Social Agel/cli[, Byron W Daynes and
Glen Sussman describe four specific presidential roles impacting presidents' social agendas.
They define a role as "the set of expectations by political elites and the citizenry that define the scope of presidential responsibilities within a given policy area" (2001, 5). Specitically, the role of chief executive would appear "on the surface" to be the most powerful
presidential role. However, as history has revealed, a president tlnds it difficult to pursue a
social agenda tree from the influence of such factors as the bureaucracy (89). This was not
the case during Theodore Roosevelt's administration. In fact, Roosevelt showed that the
executive role, if strategically used, can largely be the most powerful role despite a controlling
bureaucracy. Roosevelt took advantage of the Framers' "vague manner" of granting these
administrative powers and expanded the role of the executive to include everything not
specifically prohibited in the Constitution (89). His efforts at conservation are a prime
example of how he expanded the role.
Of all the roles assumed by Roosevelt's presidency, chief executive is perhaps most significant. It was in this role that the president exercised his personal convictions of political
and environmental stewardship most expli'citly. Furthermore, when his legislative actions
fell short he was able to compensate by assuming a strong executive role. Factors such as
personal convictions, appointments, and executive orders shaped the Roosevelt Administration and are useful tools in assessing this role.
Roosevelt's personal commitment to the calise of environmental conservation stemmed
primarily from his conception of the stewardship theory accompanied by a deep respect
and love for the environment (Miller 1992, 36-39). The stewardship theory of government describes the role of the president as a "strong" and "assertive" one that is "conti ned
only at points specifically prohibited by law" (University of Western Michigan 2003). This
philosophy helped to shape him as an executive leader. In his autobiography, Roosevelt
describes the influcnce of such philosophical underpinnings:
My View was that every executive officer ... was a steward of the people bound
actively and affirmatively to do all he could for the people, and not to content himself
with the negative merit of keeping his talents undamaged in a napkin .... My belief
was that it was not only his right by this duty to do anything that the needs of the
nation demanded unless such action was forbidden by the Constitution or by the laws.
(1958,197)
President Roosevelt used the prospect of a strong executive to expand presidential
powers. As he incorporated his commitment to the stewardship philosophy into his role as
executivc, he spared no time in bringing the environment into his political agenda.
For example, when Roosevelt took office, he alluded to the problem of the environment in a significant part of his inaugural address. In doing so, he also alluded to his sense
of stewardship that would become a significant underpinning to his administration: "They
[the American founders] did their work; they left us the splendid heritage we now enjoy.
We in our turn have an assured confidence that we shall be able to leave this heritage
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un wasted and enlarged to our children and our children's children" (Roosevelt 1905). This
philosophy would eventually lead him to vigorously pursue his ideas on sustainable development and environmental preservation.
A perfect example of the signifIcance of this role is Roosevelt's use of the appointment
power. Roosevelt's involvement in conservation was greatly influenced by his appointment oflong-time friend and leading conservationist Giaord Pinchot as chief of the Division
of forestry (Smith 1971, 6). l'inchot not only held the same beliefs of stewardship and
sustainable development as the president, he was able to convince the president conservation
was a politically pertinent issue. Unsurpisingly, the environmental policy that followed
Pinchot's appointment was marked by his interest in forestry as well as by his firm belief
in sustainable development. For instance, in 1905, Roosevelt, along with the influential
Pinchot, instigated a legislative act that would transfer the nation's forest reserves to the
Department of Agriculture (U .S. Congress, House and Senate, 1905). It was exclusively
from this act that Pinchot exercised most of his influence as chief.
Perhaps Pinchot's most visible role was his involvement in numerous commissions,
conventions, and conferences wherein Roosevelt made it a point to always include him.
First and most evident was the Keep Commission, organized in 1905 with the specific purpose of attending to the restructuring of the executive. Roosevelt set a precedent for future
administrations, particularly that of his cousin, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, by instigating
a "substantial reorganization of the executive branch" (Miller 2001, 342-43). The efforts
of the Keep Commission were preceded by a 1905 meeting at which Pinchot instilled
within the president the need for complete reorganization as an effort to compensate for
the weaknesses of the bureaucracy. The ultimate goal was to make conservation efforts
easier to pursue. The commission's mandate asserted the need to "investigate ... what
changes are needed to place the conduct of the executive business of rhe Government in all
its branches on the most economical and effective basis" (342). To combat the problems of
a "bloated bureaucracy," the commission created a centralized procurement office and a
clear form of centralized managemenr and decision-making (342-43). Such recommendations were acknowledged by an appreciative president, who noted in his autobiography
that they "resulted in a promulgation of a set of working principles for the transaction of
public business which are as sound today as they were when the committee finished its
work" (1958, 13'5). Perhaps the commission's most significant contribution was the
launching ofa precedent that would eventually empower and expand the presidency, Most
importantly though, the path to conservation was made substantially easier.
In addition, Roosevelt appointed Pinchot to the Public Lands Commission dealing
specifIcally with conservation dl(Hts in the Western lands. In his address to the 58th Congress, Roosevelt outlined the need for such a commission: "In order that definite information may be available for the use of the Congress, I have appointed a commission, .. to
report at the earliest practicable moment upon the condition, operation, and effect of the
present land laws and on the use, condition, disposal, and settlement of the public lands
. , . especially on what changes are needed" (Roosevelt 1903, 7). The president proceeded
to name Pinchot as a driving force who helped him see the need for the commission. What
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is more, Pinchot was the only person explicitly mentioned in the address to be part of the
commiSSIOn.
Finally, Pinchot was a significant force in Roosevelt's organization and instigation of
numerous additional commissions and conferences such as the Conference of Governors,
at which Roosevelt, acting on Pinchot's advice, sought to provide a "catalyst" for the compilation of various state laws and viewpoints into a single "unified structure" (Clepper
1966, 26). The conference dealt with a wide range of environmental issues and most
importantly signified Roosevelt's expansionary nature by including more than simply governors. Among the invited guests were members of the Supreme Court, representatives of
major scientific and conservation groups, members of Congress, and specific leaders
of U.S. industry and commerce (Bennett 1983, 18). This is perhaps one of the most
significant examples of Roosevelt's dealings with the dispersal of powers through federalism.
While much of the conservation effort took place on the federal stage, Roosevelt saw the
need to incorporate all levels of government in an effort to get the most accomplished.
Moreover, Roosevelt saw it as vital to gain some sort of a consensus from all facets of the
nation's leadership (18).
Table 1.1 Pinchot's Role in Shaping the Roosevelt Administration and Agenda
Commissions and Conferences
Keep Commission
Conference of Governors
National Conservation Commission
Public Land Commission
North American Conservation Conference
Four of seven total study commissions
Other Contributions
Created Division of Forest Service
Centralized ptocurement office under the Keep Commission
First national inventory of natural resources
Influenced numerous executive orders dealing with conservation
Source: Theodore Roosevelt A<soci3tion. n.d. Conservationist: The life of Theodore Roosevelt.
At <www.theodoreroosevelr.org/life/conservation.htm>.

Another example of Roosevelt's expansionary and unilateral approach relates to the
North American Conservation Conference. While this event will be discussed in greater
detail later, it is important here to signif)· Roosevelt's unilateral tendencies. The conference
was organized to address the issue of conservation on a larger international scale. Following
an attempt to gain congressional support of the conference, Roosevelt realized that
Congressional cooperation could not be obtained. He thus independently convened the
North American Conservation Conference in 1909 without congressional support. Pinchot was selected as executive chair of the committee, assuming a highly influential role.
Roosevelt's emphasis on conservation is indicated through the total number of study commissions and conventions specifically organized for that cause. Out of a total of seven, four
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were organized to examine various aspects of conservation (Theodore Roosevelt Association 2003). Herein Roosevelt also invoked his stewardship philosophy of sustainable development. In a message to the Deep Waterway Convention, Roosevelt indicated the pressing
need for his breakthrough unilateral executive role in terms of the conservation effort:
"Conservation of natural resources is the fundamental problem. Unless we solve that
problem it will avail us little to solve all orhers" (1907).
Roosevelt used executive orders concerning the environment primarily to secure land
for national monuments, parks, and reservations. Following the advice ofPinchot, Roosevelt
issued an executive order prior to the Fulton Agricultural Bill of 1907. As a result, 16 million acres of timberland were put under the control of the Forest Service, protected from
the private sector. Roosevelt recalled this event: "They [Congress] discovered that sixteen
million acres of timberland had been saved for the people by purring them in the National
Forests before the land grabbers could get at them .... Opponents turned handsprings ...
and dire were their threats against the Executive" (1913, 130). Ultimately, Roosevelt was
able to increase the forest reserves of the United States by 400 percent, expanding the
acreage from 43 million to an unprecedented 195 million (Theodore Roosevelt Association 2003).
In addition to preserving the national forests, Roosevelt also used the role of chief
executive to set aside a total of fifty-one federal bird reservations over a span of six years
(Theodore Roosevelt Association 2003). Beginning with Pelican Island in Florida, he
issued official declarations for all fifty-one reservations in a quick, sporadic fashion. While
Roosevelt was governor of New York, he had suggested the need for such reservations but
was constrained in implementing them on a larger scale. Thus, when Roosevelt assumed
the presidency, he had enough power and was finally in a position to do something more
about the situation (Cutright 1956).
The first bird reservation came from citizens' appeals. Roosevelt answered by posing the
question, "Is there any law that will prevent me from declaring Pelican Island a Federal Bird
Reservation?" When the citizen leaders answered "no," Roosevelt replied, "Very well then,
I declare it" (Roosevelt 19L3, 145).
Finally, Roosevelt used his expanded executive role to order the securing of national
monuments. With the aid of the American Antiquities Act of 1906, Roosevelt was able to
establish a total of eighteen national monuments. No other president has matched his
record (Theodore Roosevelt Association 2003).
Table 1.2 Results of President Roosevelt's Expanded Executive Role Compared to
Previous Situations
After T.R.
Before T.R.
o
51
Bird Reserves
o
18
National Monuments
43 million acres
194 million acres
Forest Reserves
Source: Theodore Roosevelt Association. n.d. Conservationist: The life o[Theodore Roosevelt.
At<www.theodoreroosevelt.orgllife/conservation.htIll>.
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While Roosevelt's actions as chief executive were met with substantial opposition, he
was, nonetheless, successful. Moreover, this particular role was by tar his most influential
in terms of conservation. Equipped with a philosophy justifYing his expansive tendencies,
Roosevelt pursued an agenda unprecedented for his time. As a result of his enterprising
actions, the environment has become a pertinent issue to presidential politics.
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AS A LEGISLATIVE LEADER

Presidential scholars Edward Corwin and Louis Koenig state that "virtually all presidents who have made a major impact on American history have done so in great degree as
legislative leaders" (1956). This role is traditionally considered the direCt relationship that
a president cultivates with Congress concerning an active policy-making agenda. The
degree ro which a president is successful in office is largely determined by his success at initiating and passing legislation. Roosevelt's role as legislative leader is an important example
of how a president can leave his mark through the auspices of legislation. While Daynes
and Sussman suggest the legislative leader as one of any president's weaker roles (200 1),
Roosevelt proved that in the right hands it could be a role of "lasting consequence."
In an effort to propagate environmental conservation, Roosevelt pursued a robust legislative agenda while garnering enough support to become a successful legislative leader.
Roosevelt's legislative activities during his presidency were derived hom a sense of political
expediency, concerning the current environmental situation, that motivated him to use the
role of legislative leader to pursue the cause of conservation.
When Roosevelt assumed office, the quality of the environment was decreasing, as
conservation was unfamiliar among most Americans. Environmental conservation had
taken a backseat to the great industrial developments of the day. Consequently, Roosevelt
considered the nation's natural resources to be threatened by total exhaustion and felt that
intervention was necessary. In the manuscript "Origins of American Conservation," the Natura! Resources Council of America describe the situation of natural resources at the
inception of Roosevelt's administration. They note that most of the destruction and depletion of resources rook place during the latter part of the nineteenth century and continued
into the twentieth century. "Forest devastation, fishery decline, wildlife extirpation, and
wasteful exploitation were generally rampant .... The federal government did little to try
to stop the trend ... which was helped along by a lack of a national policy" (Clepper 1966,
8). The situation warranted the attention of Roosevelt and justified his legislative agenda.
The most useful tools for assessing a president's relationship with Congress are his State
of the Union addresses. Daynes argues that the State of the Union Address is perhaps the
most significant formal interaction a president has with Congress (1999, 272). It is during
this speech that a president lays out his plan for legislation in a formal attempt at nurturing a strong relationship with Congress. Issues that are of greatest concern ro a president
will be mentioned in detail during the State of the Union. A successful president will be
able to set forth his policy-making agenda while simultaneously gaining more congressional support. Roosevelt demonstrated a concern for the environment, a concern largely
unfamiliar to most legislators, in his first State of the Union Address. The conservation
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emphasis of this speech was an unparralleled approach to environmental politics. The message enabled Roosevelt to assume the role of legislative leader in terms of environmental
conservation early in his presidency.
In this first State of the Union, Roosevelt paid significant attention ro the need for
"wise forest protection" as providing an assurance of "larger and more certain supplies"
(1909). He described the practicality of preservation: "It is a means to increase and sustain
the resources of our country and the industries which depend upon them, ... [Tlhe preservation of our forests is an imperative business necessity." Roosevelt also described his
preservation plan to unite in purpose the Bureau of forestry, the General Land Office, and
the United States Geological Survey, in an effort to prevent "diffusion of responsibility."
Finally, he foreshadowed what would probably be one ufhis must noteworthy achievements,
the Reclamation Act of 1902. "Our aim," he noted, "should be not simply to reclaim the
largest area of land and provide homes for the largest number of people, bur to create for this
new industry the best pussible social and industrial conditiuns" (Roosevelt 1909).
The issue of conservation was a prominent issue il~ all eight of Roosevelt's State of the
Union addresses. As Table 2.1 indicates, the number of words dedicated to conservation in
each address ranged from 8.3S to 4,146, dwarfing the number in previuus presidents'
addresses. Those preceding Roosevelt mentioned the environment only in passing, if at all
(Clepper 1966, 8). The fact that Roosevelt's State of the Union addresses conveyed the
importance of conservatiun set anuther precedent for future presidencies. However, those
presidents who followed devoted much less to conservation in their individual State of the
Union addresses. For example, President Clinton is the most recent environmentally
minded president; huwever, conservation touk lip unly SS to 243 words in his State of the
Union addresses.
Table 2.1 Theodore Roosevelt's Total Use of Environmental Words in State of the Union
Addresses.
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In terms of his record as legislative leader, Theodore Roosevelt succeeded for the most
part. He was able to gather the necessary support for large-scale environmental legislation
while simultaneously using the presidential veto power to insure there was no deviation in
legislation that would alter his idea of environmental preservation.
Perhaps the most significant and encompassing piece of legislation Roosevelt passed
through Congress was the Newlands Reclamation Act of 1902 (U.S. Congress, House and
Senate 1902). Not more than a year after he was sworn in as president, Roosevelt, along
with Pinchot, supported this legislation that previously had been doomed to failure. The
act gave incredible control of irrigation of arid lands to the federal government, set up
a federal irrigation project, and ultimately cultivated Western development. Though the
legislation gave the federal government significant power over the environment, it was met
with firm opposition fi·om within the federal government. Specifically, Speaker of the
House and member of Roosevelt's party, Joseph Gurney Cannon publicly opposed
the president's efforts. Roosevelt attempted to gain the support of the Speaker in an
unprecedented manner by drafting a personal letter to him. He wrote, "I do not believe
that I have ever before written to an individual legislator in favor of an individual bill, but
I break through my rule to ask you as earnestly as I can not to oppose the Irrigation measure .
. . . I cannot too strongly express my feelings upon this matter" (1902). However, the letter was not successful in swaying the Speaker's vore. Cannon continued to vocally contest
Roosevelt's efforts.
Despite Cannon's strong opposition, Roosevelt's firm commitment to the bill produced
enough support among Republicans and Democrats alike that it eventually passed. As a
result, numerous projects were able to sustain the intended federal irrigation program
(Reclamation Service 1903,42). What is more, the act potentially allowed for 100,000,000
acres of arid lands to be reclaimed for storage purposes (72). This marked the beginning of
governmental concern with the environment in terms of legislation.
In addition to the Reclamation Act of 1902, Roosevelt exhibited a similar legislative
prowess in relation to the American Antiquities Act of 1906. Successful lobbying efforts
again allowed Roosevelt to instigate and pass a very important piece oflegislation. The act
granted unparalleled presidential power, allowing the protection of lands for the preservation of historic or scientific sites (U.S. Congress, House and Senate 1906). Its intent was
not only to further the cause of conservation, but also to expand the role of the executive
as well. While it specifically enabled the president to protect "any historic or prehistoric
ruin or monument, or any object of antiquity," it became an indication of the transfer of
power from Congress to the president (1906). This shift in power would essentially overshadow twentieth-century politics (White House Historical Association 2003). Consequently, Devil's Tower, Wyoming, was declared the first national monument (Theodore
Roosevelt Association 2003). Seventeen other national monuments would be designated
during Roosevelt's administration alone. Furthermore, as Table 2.2 indicates, several presidents following Roosevelt used the Antiquities Act to expand the country's national reservations, parks, and monuments. Of these, Bill Clinton's use of the Antiquities Act was the
most exhaustive. This recent use indicates the Act's continued prominence in American
politics and, in general, Roosevelt's contributions to contemporary conservation.
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Table 2.2. Usage of the Antiquities Act by Presidents Following Roosevelt
William Howard Taft

Franklin D. Roosevelt
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CJv('\,
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Woodrow Wilson

Harry S. Truman
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'
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11/21/25 Ln.l Bed" c.\

Herbert Hoover
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Dwight D. Eisenhower
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John F. Kennedy
;\/lll61 R~mt'll Cm:, AL
12/2R/hl R.ICK hbllli Rl't.f, V1

Lyndon B. Johnson
1/20/6Q MJrhlc Cmyon. f\Z

Jimmy Carter
\2/1/78
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12/1/78
12/1/78
1211/78
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William J. Clinton

9/18/% Crand Stai~CJ<;e-E~calant{', UT
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Se:-vice)
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7/07/00 Pre~iJellt Lincoln and Soldiers' Home National Monument
I 1/9/00 C!,jte!~ ot the ~loon, ID (Expansion of Fxistinr. rvtonument)
11/9/00 Vermillion Clrff~, A7.
1/17/01 (,lrrlzO Pbin. CA
1/ 17 /Ot K.1,tu·Katuv.-c Tent Rocks, NM
1/17/'Jl MInidoka Internment, ID

1/17/01 Pompey~ Piller, r-n
1/17/Jl SonurJII De-sen NatinnJ.I Monument, A7
1/17/:)1 l'pper Mi~s(luri Riw:" Breaks ~atlon,ll Monument, 11T
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Source: National Parks Service. n.d. Monument proclamations under the Antiquities Act.
At dlllp:llwww.cr.nps.gov/history/hisnps/NPSHistory/rnonurnenrs.htmNationai>.

While the Reclamation and Antiquities Acts were Roosevelt's most successful legislative
accomplishments, the president was able to do other things to advance the cause of
the environment. For instance, he doubled the number of national parks and added land
to those already in existence. His viewpoint on sustainable development to preserve the
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environment was made clear in his seventh State of the Union Address. He stated, "Optimism
is a good characteristic, but if carried to an excess, it becomes foolishness. We are prone to
speak of the resources of this country as inexhaustible; this is not so" (Roosevelt 2003).
Roosevelt also used the role oflegislative leader to veto a number of bills that failed to
correspond with his intended conservation goals. Only a strong legislative leader like Roosevelt would have been able to pass a large-scale environmental legislation package while
concurrently making use of the veto power to pursue his environmental agenda. Generally,
Table 2.3. Results of Roosevelt's Legislative Efforts
Reclamation Projects
Salt River, Arizona - 1903
Milk River, Montana - 1903
Newlands, Nevada - 1903
North Pl.ltte, Nebraska and Wyoming - 1903
Uncompahgre, Colorado - 1903
Belle Fourche, South Dakota - 1904
Lower Yellowstone, Montana and North
Dakota - 1904
Minidoka, Idaho - 1904
Shoshone, Wyoming - 1904
Yuma, Arizona and California - 1904
Boise, Idaho and Oregon - 1905
Huntley, MontallJ - 1905
Klamath, California and Oregon - 1905
Rio Grande, New Mexico - 1905
Car15bad, New Mexico - 1905
Okanogan, Washington - 1905
Strawberry Valley, Utah - 1905
Umatilla, Oregon - 1905
Yakima, Washington - 1905
Sun River, Montana - 1906
Orland, California - 1907
Wheeler, Colorado - 1908
Mount Olympus, Washington - 1909

National Parks
Cr.1ter Lake National Park, Oregon - 19C2
Wind Cave National Park,
SOUlh Dakota - 1903
Sullys Hill, North Dakota - 19C4
Platt National Park, Oklahoma - 1906
Mesa Verde National Park, Colorado - 1906
National Monuments
Devil's Tower, Wyoming - 1906
El Morro, New Mexico - 1906
Montezuma Castle, Arizona - 1906
Petrified Forest, ArizollJ - 1906
Chaco Canyon, New Mexico - 1907
Lassen Peak, California - 1907
Cinder Cone, California - 1907
Gila Cliff Dwellings, New Mexico - 1907
Tonto, Arizona - 1907
Muir Woods, California - 1908
Grand Canyon, Arizona - 1908
Pinnacles, California - 1908
Jewel Cave, South Dakota - 1908
Natural Bridges, Utah - 1908
l.ewis and Clark, Mont.ma - 1908
Tumaeacori, Arizona - 1908

Note: National monuments were specifically addressed through the Americ.llI AntIquities Act.
Source: Theodore Roosevelt Association n.d. Conservationist: The life of Theodore Roosevelt.
At <www.theodoreroosevelt.org/life/conservation.htIll>.

Roosevelt used the veto to expand his executive role. Of forty-two presidents, in fact, Roosevelt comes in seventh in terms of presidential vetoes cast (United States House of Representatives 2003). More specifically, though, Roosevelt used the veto as a tool for keeping
environmental conservation out of the private sector. In 1903, Roosevelt vetoed
a bill that would have allowed a private power firm to build a large-scale dam on the Tennessee River in Muscle Shoals, Alabama (Roosevelt 1903). This veto, in particular, confirmed a principle of national ownership and also protected the future commencement site
of the Tennessee Valley Authority. In his address to Congress, Roosevelt stressed the importance of innovative resource preservation being protected from the dangers of privatization,
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arguing that private ownership of such efforts would not be for the good of the entire public. He indicated, "I think it is desirable that the entire subject ... should be considered in
a comprehensive way and that a general polic)' ... should be adopted under which these
valuable rights will not be ... given away, but will be disposed of after full competition in
such a way as shall best conserve the public interests" (I903). The president was sympathetic to other legislation that prevented the private sector from controlling the environment. For instance, the General Dam Act of 1906 specifically oudined the regulations for
widespread hydroelectric dam construction on a federal level (U .5. Congress, House and
Senate 1906). While Roosevelt did not instigate this legislation, he saw that the generality
of the bill indicated a strong federal role, one that would combat the threat of interference
in the environment on the part of the private sector. Thus, he supported the bill by not
exercising his veto power.
As Table 2.3 suggests, President Roosevelt's legislative efforts were quite extensive. Roosevelt actively sought to expand the role of the executive branch by nurturing a healthy
relationship with Congress. While he frequendy met with opposition from within his own
party, Roosevelt was successful more often than not at gaining just enough support to pursue his environmental agenda. As a result, large-scale legislation was enacted and the role
of the president as legislative leader was forever strengthened. Moreover, the issue of the
environment gained more attention in succeeding presidencies.
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AS CHIEF DIPLOMAT/COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF

In terms of general authority· and resources, the role of chief diplomat/commander-inchief is primarily the strongest role (Daynes and Sussman 2001,6, 123). The power that
this role usually exhibits is largely unchecked as the president is "designated as the sole
organ of communication with foreign nations" as well as serving as a "civilian authority
while presiding over a vast defense establishment" (J 20). While Theodore Roosevelt was
an effective diplomat and commander-in-chief in other areas, such as his "big stick" foreign policy, he utilized these roles minimally in terms of his conservation efforts.
The issue of the environment was unfamiliar to the American public when Roosevelt
came into office. So it is not surprising that conservation was essentially unknown on an
international scale. Often he found conservation to be an uphill battle on the domestic
front. Pursuing the issue internationally was even more complex. Roosevelt felt that conservation should extend beyond U.S. borders, and he tried to confront this problem as best
he could. Probably the sale example of his efforts was the convening of the North American Conservation Conference in 1909. With the mandate that conservation was of the
utmost importance and should become "worldwide in its scope," the conference became
the first international conference to consider this issue (Pinchot 1940,8-10). In his address
at the opening of the conference, Roosevelt stated the importance of conservation on an
international scale:
In international relations the great feature of the growth of the last century has
been the gradual recognition of the ['lct that iIlStead of its being normally to the interest of each nation to see another depress, it is normally to the interest of each nation
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to see the others elevated .... I believe that the movement that you this day initiate is
one of the utmost importance to the hemisphere and may become of the utmost
importance to the world at large (Roosevelt 1909).

This initial conference was to be the forerunner to future worldwide conferences. Delegates from Mexico and Canada joined the Unitt:d Statt:s in mutually pursuing consnvation
as an international priority. Mutual interests with regard to torests, water, land, mineral,
and game conservation were conceptualized as boundary-less. Moreover, delegates discussed
the need for cooperation over threats such as pollution and public health crises. At the close
of the conference, the delegates issued a plea to the world that a similar eHort needed to be
made on a wider international scale (Bennett 1983, 18).
America was moving into a new age wherein international relations net:ded ro flourish
and national prestige was vital. EHorts that focused on COllServation were a primary element of such aims. Pinchot described the situation: "Natural life everywhere is built on
the foundation of natural resources. Throughout human hisrory, the t:xhaustion of those
resources and the need for new supplies have been among the greatest causes of war" (Pinchot 1940, 9). However, environmental goals for the Conference were never reached.
Though Secretary of State Elihu Root stated that preliminary measures had been taken to
invite representation from thirty nations to a future conference, the prospective conference
suffered a bitter defeat at the hands of President William Howard 'raft, Roosevelt's successor,
who apparently "killed the plan" (Pinchot 1940, 10).
Roosevelt's international diplomatic eHorts were more indirect than direct in nature.
Other than the aforementioned conference, he took virtually no action internationally.
However, the administration's success should be measured by the fact that it was the first
to advocate conservation as an international concern. Even today, Theodore Roosevelt's
environmental vision has been noted in contemporary efforts to respond to global concerns.
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AS OPINION/PARTY LEADER

Compared to the other presidential roles, the president often exerts the It:ast amount
of power as opinion/party leader (Daynes and Sussman 2001,6). The role serves two functions as the president seeks to maintain the support of his party while also gaining enough
public support to be reelected. In the pursuit of these functions, a prt:sidenr seeks to find
those social issues that "generate public support for his own program, for his adminisrration, and for his party" (25). As a result, presidents tend to emphasize those social issues
that facilitate both functions. Howt:vt:r, some issues that facilitate one function and
obstruct the other must be addressed nonetheless. Daynes and Sussman describe this
potential difficulry, "Once these issues become politicized by whatever means, however, a
president finds it difficult to avoid them" (32). Thus, there is always a large possibilty of
conflict between the two functions. Conservation was not widely accepted during Roosevelt's era and his role as opinion/party leader was largely suggestive of that.
Roosevelt's const:rvation agt:nda was oftentimes a unilateral effort that ignored party
lines and attracted strong opposition to his agenda. During this time period the political
climate across the nation was underlined by the Progressive ideology. Roosevelt was a firm
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believer in this ideology, and, as a result, his stance on conservation reflected his party's
platform only on occasion. In many instances, Roosevelt chose Progressivism over the
Republican Party platform.
The issue of conservation was unfamiliar to most Americans until the Roosevelt
Administration placed it on the public agenda. Public opinion concerning conservation
was derived primarly from the president's actions, as Roosevelt's actions lacked an executive precedent. Indeed, Roosevelt's role in conservation molded public opinion rather than
acting on its behalf As a result, it is often difficult to determine precisely what the public
felt about conservation.
As party leader, Roosevelt sought to remedy social ills through conservation. In fact,
the Progressive Party's platform dedicates an entire section to the importance of land and
resources: "The land, including all the natural sources of wealth, is the heritage of the
people, and should not be monopolized for speculative purposes" (Scott 1959,691). Furthermore, progressive ideology, as defined by the Roosevelt administration, emphasized the
need for development and preservation as well as the prevention oflarge-scale privatization
of environmental interests (Roosevelt 1907).
While evidence supporting Roosevelt in this role is lacking, there are numerous
instances when the president's actions went beyond party lines. His role as opinion/party
leader was more moderate than strong. As discussed earlier, the president used the role of
legislative leader to encourage passage of the Newlands Reclamation Act without full
backing of the party leadership. This instance was perhaps the most blatant example of
Roosevelt disregarding his party's wishes and pursuing a unilateral approach to conservation.
Although the legislation ultimately passed, Roosevelt had to pay the price by assuming a
weaker party leader role.
As public opinion leader, Roosevelt mentioned the significance of public opinion to
show his support of it. For instance, in his message "On Conservation," he specifically
declares public opinion was swayed as a result of the administration's efforts (Roosevelt
1904). Similar suggestions appear in his State of the Union addresses.
[n addition to advocating public opinion in speeches, Roosevelt responded to public
grievances in many presidential actions. One example of this is his reservation of
Pelican Island as the first of fifty-one bird reservations. This event gave Roosevelt the
opportunity to exhibit his expanded executive role in terms of reserving public lands. For
some time, ornithologists had been making an effort to protect birds on Pelican Island,
where birds had' been subjected to hunters' guns. As a last resort, these ornithologists
appealed directly to the president and successfully saw him designate Pelican Island a protected bird refuge (Theodore Roosevelt Association).
A good indicator of Roosevelt's weak postion as party leader was the amount of political
cartoons of the time period that featured him. Specifically, when Roosevelt advocated the
non-privatization of public lands and natural resources, a number of political cartoons
attacked the president's motivation. As depicted in the cartoons, oftentimes the public
saw Roosevelt as merely a mouthpiece for the radical conservationist Gifford Pinchot
(McCutcheon 1910, 136-39).
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Roosevelt's opinion/parry leader role can also be measured by the 1904 election results.
Roosevelt assumed the presidency upon President McKinley's assassination. As a result, he
was not bound by specific election promises as most presidents are during their first term.
Rather, when Roosevelt ran for election in 1904 he relied on specific legislative accomplishments during his first term to secure the support of the public. Most states that supported Roosevelt's reelection were Western states who had been subject to much of his
legislation. Ultimately, conservation oriented legislation like the Newlands Reclamation
Act, while initially controversial, passed into law and apparently helped Roosevelt garner
enogh public support to be reelected.
The issue of conservation was virtually non-existent in American politics until Roosevelt incorporated it into his social agenda. As the first president to focus on conservation,

Table 4.1 Geographical Support and Vote Breakdown of the 1904 Presidential
Election

Roosevelt (Rep)
Parker (Oem)
Presidential
Candidate
Theodore Roosevelt
Alton B. Parker

Party

Popular
Vote

Republican 7,623.486
Democrat 5,077,911

%

Electoral
Vote

Running Mate

56.4
37.6

336
140

Charles W. Fairbanks
Henry G. Davis

Source: United States Department of the Interior. Presidential Elections 1789-2000.
At < http://nationalatlas.gov/ electionsprint.html > .

public opinion concerning Roosevelt's actions was based solely on those actions' results
without comparison to the actions of past presidents. Consequently, measuring Roosevelt's
ability to lead opinion in comparison to that of other, previous presidents is difficult.
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Roosevelt's role as party leader was hamstrung by his adoption of an agenda largely
independent of the Republican Party's official platform. The conflict between party and
personal belief becomes quite clear when we consider the Progressive ideology that he
devoutly adhered to. While Roosevelt was certainly a member of the Republican Party
during his presidency, he had a progressive mind-set that put him in a position to help
form the Progressive Parry of 19 I 2 after Taft's election to the presidency (Roosevelt 19 13).
While Roosevelt's role as opinion/parry leader was relatively weak as a Republican, if
considered under the auspices of Progressive ideology and the eventual Progressive Parry, it
was quite strong.
CONCLUSION

Environmental policy was affected by all four of Theodore Roosevelt's presidential
roles. However, two of the the four roles were of greater influente. In terms of Roosevelt's
environmental work, the roles that are customarily the strongest were really the weakest
(Daynes and Sussman 2001). The role of commander-in-chief, usuaIly viewed as the source
for the most presidential power, was almost nonexistent in Roosevelt's environmental
presidency. While Roosevelt exercised this role mostly in terms of foreign policy and international relations, it had little, if any significance, on conservation. His accomplishments
as chief diplomat were also limited.
On the other hand, Roosevelt's role as chief executive proved to be his most important
regarding environmental policy. He left a legacy of an active president preserving and protecting the environment, an issue that would have otherwise been obscure. Moreover, he
set a precedent for environmental issues to become leading factors in presidential politics.
Roosevelt helped prove that a strong personal commitment to a cause could lead a
president to pursue an issue even at the risk of marginalizing his own political parry. Roosevelt also showed that subjecting himself to a certain philosophy could guide all facets of
a presidency. He was able to expand the presidential function to include everything not
explicitly limited by the Constitution. Furthermore, he applied this philosophy to traditionally significant policies such as foreign relations as well as to policies thought to be
more insignificant, like the environment. It seems as though Roosevelt did not differentiate
between the two; rather, he valued the environment equally.
Following rhe Roosevelt era, the issue of the environment became largely dormant
under President Taft, who did not find the issue pertinent to his agenda. It was not until
Franklin D. Roosevelt's election that the environment again became an active issue. Building
on the work of Theodore Roosevelt, ED.R. was able to further the cause of conservation
and attach an importance to environmental issues that continued throughout his and
subsequent presidencies. Without Theodore Roosevelt's instigation of the conservation
cause near the beginning of the twentieth century, the issue of the environment might not
be nearly as significant in modern politics.
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